Jazz at the Cleveland Museum of Art 

Backgrounder 


The Cleveland Museum of Art showcases the truly American art form of jazz in 
its myriad musical events. Quality jazz programming began in the 1970s and ’80s with 
appearances by Billy Taylor, Teddy Wilson, Stephane Grappelli, Marian McPartland, and 
Adam Makowicz. 

In 1989, the CMA began collaborating with the Northeast Ohio Jazz Society, a 
combination that has proved incredibly successful. Acknowledging that the roots of 
American jazz are in the vocal traditions of West Africans and African-Americans, the 
museum kicked off its relationship with the NOJS with a concert by the legendary group, 
The Art Ensemble of Chicago, to complement the exhibition Noble Ancestors: Images 
from Africa. Bringing trunk loads of drums, gourds, bottles, whistles, and even a rubber 
duck, these avant garde music makers, led by trumpeter Lester Bowie, rocked Gartner 
Auditorium with jazz sounds that reinvented music for fans who traveled from as far 
away as Pittsburgh and Michigan. A sold-out concert of African-Cuban jazz presented by 
the inventor of that genre, Dizzy Gillespie, was held in conjunction with the 1990 
exhibition Yoruba: Nine Centuries of African Art and Thought. 

An outdoor jazz concert was a centerpiece of the weekend-long celebration of the 
museum’s 75th anniversary in June 1991. Local musicians, The Jazz Revival Orchestra, 
shared the bill with Cleveland duo Howie Smith on sax and Neal Creque on piano. 
Thousands of people crowded the South Steps and lagoon area on a warm evening to 
listen to cool jazz, with the spectacularly lit museum facade as a dramatic backdrop. 

In 1992, the Northeast Ohio Jazz Society commissioned David Murray to write 
new music based on the art of Pablo Picasso for a concert held to celebrate the 
exhibition Picasso and Things: The Still Lifes of Picasso. Mr. Murray supplied "The 
Picasso Suite," based on cubist ideas of color and sound, a work that the David Murray 
Octet premiered at the museum, and subsequently recorded for release on compact disc. 

The year 1993 saw the jazz focus shift to the midwest in a series of four concerts, 
three of which were held at the CMA, called "Thunder from the Heartland: The Great 
Lakes Jazz Summit." "Thunder" showcased about thirty established and emerging jazz 
musicians and composers with regional roots, and affirmed Cleveland’s position as a 
center of jazz renaissance between the coasts. 

The Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra included the museum in its second U.S. tour, 
bringing Joshua Redman, Marcus Roberts, John Faddis and thirteen other great 
musicians to Cleveland in late winter, 1994. Their repertory romp through jazz history 
included salutes to Duke Ellington, Jelly Roll Morton, and Thelonius Monk. The LCJO 
returned in March 1995 for a tribute to Louis Armstrong. 

In February of 1995, a rare appearance by the Ron Carter Nonet brought 
chamber jazz to Gartner Auditorium. Four cellos, two basses and a rhythm section 
introduced a fascinating blend of blues-based jazz and European classical sounds to the 
Cleveland audience. 

This summer, highlights among the diverse musical offerings in the Summer 
Wednesday Evening Festivals will include performances by jazz locals Ernie Krivda, Dan 
Wall, Howie Smith, and the New Orleans Stompers. 
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